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The churches of Great Britain, on the whole, rose to the challenge. From the 1790s onwards one can trace an immense number of charitable agencies, closely linked to churches where not officially sponsored, which attempted to help meet the immense social, spiritual and physical needs.3
At the same time, those who were entering the teaching and medical professions were becoming better prepared, and the beginning of training for what would later be called "social work" was being introduced. In the cases of teaching and social work the early institutions were closely linked to churches in the majority of cases, and this was also true of the training of women as nurses.
While it is impossible here to go into details, one important feature of this Christian involvement in educational and social work was the part played by women at every level. The public faces of the charitable societies, as seen at the annual "May meetings", may have been male, but the actual work was largely done by women.
Ladies of the prosperous classes were already accustomed to taking responsibility for the aid of those close to them --the families of their servants and tenants, and in towns and cities, for assisting the clergy in aid to the deserving poor. In this period the vision of many was widened, and they began to help in much broader circles. Much work was actually performed by ladies themselves; where this was impossible they employed others, helping to train them and supervising them. So women from less advantaged classes became directly involved in charitable work and were often helped to increase their skills as well. See Kathleen Heasman, Evangelicals in action: an appraisal of their social work in the Victorian era. London: Geoffrey Bles 1962. One should, however, note that a number of societies were begun in the 18th century, especially those relating to the education of poor children and care of the sick. But from the end of the century the number of societies increased markedly and became increasingly specialised. Heasman, 8-9.
